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Classes provided by the English Discussion Center at Rikkyo University are effective in 
developing the discussion skills of freshman students. However, as students are required to take 
these classes, rather than choosing to take the course themselves, it is often hard to ascertain the 
extent that students appreciate the real-world applications of the skills they have developed in the 
class. This paper describes an activity to be used in the final lesson of the course that helps students 
to develop and discuss their own discussion topics. The underlying purpose of this activity is to 
raise awareness of the skills that the students have gained in the class and promote sustainable 
learning so that students might be motivated to continue developing their skills after the course 
has been completed. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In recent years, the concept of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is becoming more 
prevalent in higher-education settings (Burns 2013, Knapper 2006, Knapper & Cropley 2000, 
Rovio-Johansson 2016). Under this concept, ESD implies that effective teaching should not only 
focus on helping students master the content of the learning program but should also focus on 
helping students make the connection between what they have developed in the class and the real-
world applications of those skills (Burns 2013, Rovio-Johansson 2016). This is done with the aim 
of encouraging students to continue developing their competency even after the formal education 
process has been completed. 
 After five years teaching discussion classes at the English Discussion Center (EDC) at 
Rikkyo University, I have observed that the course has been effective in helping my students to 
develop their discussion and communication skills. However, as the course is a required credit and 
students are not taking the class from their own choice, it is sometimes difficult to know whether 
the students fully appreciate how the skills they have developed in the class can be beneficial to 
them in dealing with real-life communicative situations they might encounter in the future. In 
addition, as the course is taught with a unified syllabus, students discuss only the topics given to 
them in the course textbook and have no opportunity to utilize their skills to develop and discuss 
their own topics, as they might have to do in their future life. 
 With the busy lesson plan of regular EDC classes, instructors have little chance to focus on 
developing ESD. However, Lesson 14 provides a perfect opportunity to fill this gap. As this is the 
last class of the semester and falls after all the content of the unified textbook has been completed, 
instructors have a lot more freedom to design their own lesson plans for Lesson 14. This paper 
will describe a “make your own topic” activity for lesson 14 which is designed not only to be an 
enjoyable way to end the course, but also to raise students’ awareness of the real-world 
applications of the skills they have developed in their EDC classes and promote ESD. 
 
TASK, MATERIALS & SETUP 
The activity is designed the take up a whole 90-minute class consisting of eight students, as is 
standard in EDC classes. The task is split into five stages. First, students work in pairs to 
brainstorm topic ideas. In the second stage, students choose one of the topics and work in groups 
to create a simple preparation question on their chosen topic with six choices. The students then 
discuss this question to help students activate relevant schemata on the topic. In the third stage, 
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students work in pairs to create a discussion question for group discussion. In stage four, students 
discuss these questions in groups. Finally, in stage five, students repeat stages two, three, and four 
with a second topic. The procedure for the activity will be described in detail in the next section. 
 Materials and set-up for this activity are minimal. All the students need for the class is a 
pen and a worksheet to guide the activity (See Appendix for an example of the worksheet). As 
students will work together in pairs and groups to create the content of the lesson themselves, the 
instructor should also set up the board so that students can write up their topic and question ideas 
for the whole class to see. Below is an example of how the board can be set up for this activity 






1)                   5) 
 
2)                   6) 
 
3)                   7) 
 
4)                   8) 
Preparation 
Question: 
1)                                  4) 
2)                                  5) 






Figure 1: An example of board work for the activity. 
 
PROCEDURE & DISCUSSION 
The procedure for the five stages of the activity are described in detail below. Common issues that 
students encounter with the activity, as well as techniques to enhance the ESD message of the 
activity, will also be discussed. Hopefully, this will provide some useful advice for any instructors 
who might want to try this activity for themselves. 
 
1) Introducing the activity and topic brainstorming 
To introduce the activity, explain that no textbooks will be used in the class and the goal of the 
class is for the students to enjoy discussing with their classmates one more time before the end of 
the semester. However, this time, the topics and content of the class will be decided by the students 
themselves. It is important to note that the deeper meaning of the activity, in terms of promoting 
ESD, should not be revealed at this stage. After the short introduction, transition into the warm-
up activity by having students brainstorm as many topics as they can for 2-3 minutes. To help your 
students come up with many topic ideas, advise them to think of interesting topics they have talked 
about recently with their friends at lunch, or at club activities, or in class, as well as topics they 
have talked about with their family. 
 After brainstorming, get students to choose the best two topics from their brainstorming 
and write them in the “Topics” section of the board (See Figure 1). To avoid students coming up 
with narrow topics with little scope for extended discussion, encourage the students to make their 
topics as wide as possible. One example that is useful to help students understand the difference 
between a narrow and wide topic is the “baseball vs sports” example, where “baseball” is a very 
narrow topic that some people might have difficulty discussing, whereas “sports” is a much wider 
topic that most people should be able to discuss more easily. In my experience, students have little 
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trouble coming up with topic ideas and topics often range from simple ideas, such as “food” and 
“hobbies” to more creative topics, such as “future dreams” or “being stranded on a desert island”.  
 After the topics are written on the board, split students into two groups and have each group 
decide on one topic they would like to discuss most. If both groups choose the same topic, have 
the students choose a representative from their group to do a rock/paper/scissors battle where the 
winner’s group keeps the topic and the loser’s group must choose a different topic. Once the topics 
have been decided, distribute the worksheet to each student and have them write their group’s 
chosen topic in the box at the top of the sheet (see Appendix). 
 
2) Creating a preparation question 
Explain that each group should work together to create a simple preparation question with six 
choices on their worksheet similar to the multiple-choice preparation questions used in the EDC 
textbook and write it in Section 2 of their worksheet (see Appendix). Sometimes students have 
trouble understanding what they are supposed to do. Therefore, it is often useful to show them an 
example by using one of the topics that they didn’t choose to create a simple question and then 
elicit some choices from the students to help them understand. Using the topic of “summer 
vacation” as an example, a typical preparation question might be:  
 
Q: What is the most enjoyable activity in summer vacation?  
1) Shopping    4) Traveling  
2) Part-time job    5) Eating with friends  
3) Studying    6) Club activities  
 
Be sure to encourage the students to create a variety of options in their six choices. Also, remind 
them that they should create their questions together as a group, so they should all have the same 
answers on their worksheet.  
 As each group will be working on two different topics, one issue that needs to be resolved 
is which topic the class will discuss first and which topic they will discuss second. One way to 
resolve this problem is to explain to the students that the topic of the group that finishes their 
preparation question first will be the focus of Discussion 1 and the topic of the other group will 
be the focus of Discussion 2.  
 Once students have completed their preparation questions, get the group that finished 
creating their preparation question first to write up their question and choices in the “Preparation” 
section of the board (see Figure 1). All students then stand up and talk in pairs (or a group of three 
in the case of having an odd number of students) about the preparation question for 3-5 minutes.  
 
3) Creating Discussion Questions 
After the students have discussed the preparation question in pairs, send the students back to their 
tables and have each pair/group of three work together to create one discussion question for group 
discussion and then write it in the space on their worksheet (see Appendix). To help students 
come-up with good questions for extended discussion, advise the students to think about what 
kind of information they would like to hear from their classmates, and what kind of question 
everyone could talk about a lot.  
 Initially, some students might have some problems coming up with good questions. In this 
case, you can help students by giving an example of a possible question using one of the topics 
they did not choose to help them. Students should also be monitored, giving assistance and advice 
where needed, to make sure that students come up with different questions. If two pairs of students 
come up with the same question, give priority to the pair that came up with the question first and 
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direct the other pair(s) to come up with another idea. In addition, if you notice that students come 
up with narrow questions with little scope for extended discussion, for example, “How often do 
you do club activities?” encourage them to rethink and come up with a more open-ended question, 
such as “If you could try a new club activity, what would you like to try?” If students are still 
having trouble thinking of questions, you can direct them to use the choices from the preparation 
question to help them make a new discussion question, for example “In the preparation you talked 
about doing traveling in the summer vacation. Can you make a question about traveling?”  
 Once they have created their questions, have them write their questions on the board for the 
whole class to see. By the end of this process, there should be four questions written on the board, 
just like in an EDC discussion test. If there are only three groups, you can have the fastest 
pair/group think of another question or the teacher can add a question of their own. In my 
experience, students usually have few problems coming up with good questions. Again, using the 
“Summer Vacation” topic as an example, students’ questions have ranged from simple questions, 
such as “If you could go on a trip in the summer vacation, where do you want to go?” to deeper 
questions, such as “What are the advantages and disadvantages of doing a part-time job in the 
summer vacation?” 
 
4) Discussion 1 
Once all the questions are written up on the board, split the pairs into two discussion groups and 
have the groups discuss the questions. Depending on how long it took the students to get to this 
point, the discussion length can be anywhere from 12-20 minutes, but 35-40 minutes of the class 
should be left for Discussion 2. In my experience, most classes have enough time for at least a 16-
minute discussion in both Discussion 1 and Discussion 2. 
 As the purpose of the activity is to create a comfortable environment for the students to 
communicate, the teacher should try to make their presence felt as little as possible. However, due 
to the somewhat casual nature of the activity, students can sometimes fall into Japanese use. In 
some cases, students may also forget to use the discussion skills that they have been practicing 
during their regular EDC classes. Therefore, it is useful to emphasize that students should try to 
use the discussion skills they have practiced in class and that they should keep their discussion 
entirely in English before the start of their discussion. 
 After Discussion 1 comes the most crucial part of the class. Firstly, ask “Did you enjoy your 
discussion?” and then reveal the underlying purpose of the class of promoting ESD. Explain that 
communication is a skill, and the importance of continuous practice for improving their skills. As 
most students have practiced a sport or musical instrument at some point in their life, one way to 
get the point across is to relate developing communication skills to developing sports or musical 
skills. Ask everyone in the class to raise their hand if they have ever practiced a sport or a musical 
instrument. Choose a student and elicit how often and how long they practice or practiced their 
sport/instrument. It is not uncommon to hear that students practice their sport/instrument for 
several hours every day. Ask the students to imagine how their English skills might improve if 
they practiced speaking English as much as their sport/instrument. Emphasize that all the content 
for their discussion was generated by students themselves, and that this activity can be done any 
time any place as a fun and effective way to practice and continue to develop their communication 
skills even after EDC classes have finished. It is also good to mention that if they can write that 
they can communicate in English on their job applications, this will be a big advantage to them 
when looking for a job in the future. Revealing the purpose of the activity after the students have 
completed the first discussion is the most critical aspect for promoting ESD of the activity, as the 
students have already completed one self-made discussion without necessarily realizing it. 
Therefore, revealing the purpose at this stage will give the message more impact. 
Classroom Activity: Ian Hurrell 
111 
5) Discussion 2 
For discussion 2, erase the Discussion 1 preparation and discussion questions and have one or two 
members of the group who created the preparation question for the second topic write their 
preparation question on the board. Students should discuss the preparation questions and then 
come up with a discussion question in pairs, just as they did for discussion 1. After the pairs have 
written their discussion questions on the board, once again split the pairs into two discussion 
groups.  
 In order to further promote ESD, try to help students visualize themselves speaking English 
outside the classroom before starting Discussion 2. One way to do this is to ask a student, “Where 
is your favorite place to go for lunch?” Then, ask the class to imagine that they are not in the 
classroom but at that place having an “English Lunch”. In my experience, I often find that after 
explaining the purpose of the activity and having students visualize talking outside the class, their 
second discussion is a lot more active and creative. However, this enthusiasm can sometimes 
translate into Japanese use, so be sure to emphasize that the students should use only English in 
their discussions. Again, depending on how long it took the students to get to this point, the 
discussion length can be anywhere from 12-20 minutes but you should leave five minutes to finish 
the class. 
 After finishing the second discussion, close the class by asking students if they enjoyed 
their discussion and reiterating the importance of practice for developing their communication 
skills. Emphasize that they don’t need a textbook, a teacher, or a classroom to practice their skills. 
They only need a topic, some questions, and a friend. Remind the students that they have worked 
hard to improve their skills over the course of two semesters. However, if they stop now, it is easy 
to lose the skills they have spent so much time and effort developing. Also, connect this activity 
to their real life by highlighting how having a strong ability to communicate in English will be an 
advantage to them when finding a job in the future. 
 
VARIATIONS 
This activity can be done with any number of students. However, for classes of five students or 
fewer, where students cannot be split into two groups, the class should take a slightly different 
format. When deciding topics, you can get students to shout out ideas instead of brainstorming in 
pairs. Similarly, when creating the preparation question, you can have students choose one topic 
for Discussion 1 and have students shout out ideas for the preparation question that the teacher 
can write them up on the board. This process can then be repeated for Discussion 2. Finally, if 
there are enough students, you can split them into two groups and have them think of two questions 
each, instead of one. If there are three or fewer students, the teacher can work directly with the 
students to come up with discussion questions. As directly eliciting ideas is generally quicker than 
having students work together in groups, I find that this format has little effect on the timing of 
the activity and two 16-minute discussions can typically be completed during the class. 
In addition, I have observed that students have few problems using the semester 1 functions in 
their discussions. However, the simple topics that students often come up with sometimes makes 
it difficult for students to use the more complex functions learned in semester 2, such as discussing 
advantages/disadvantages and different viewpoints. If it is felt that this is a serious issue, the 
instructor may want to consider providing the students with a range of more challenging topics 
for the students to choose from. This may better facilitate the use of semester 2 functions. However, 
instructors should be aware that any restriction made on the students might distract from the core 
ESD focus of the lesson. Therefore, it is strongly recommended to let students choose their own 
topics if possible 
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CONCLUSION 
Over five years of using and refining this activity, I have found that the vast majority of classes 
very much enjoy working together to create and develop their own topics with their classmates. 
Students usually leave the class in high spirits, which makes it an ideal way to end the course on 
a positive note. More importantly however, with its strong focus on promoting ESD, I feel this 
activity helps my students to bring everything they have achieved during the course into focus. As 
was mentioned in the introduction, whilst EDC classes are effective in improving the students’ 
discussion and communication skills, it is sometimes difficult to know how much the students 
realize this fact or how the skills that they have developed can be applied to future, real-life 
situations they might encounter. It is sad to think that after so much effort on the part of both 
student and instructor, students might leave the program not appreciating how much they have 
progressed in a relatively short period of time. Therefore, I strongly believe that dedicating one 
lesson to help the students make that realization is most worthwhile. It is hard to know for sure 
how effective this activity is in helping students to appreciate these points. However, it is 
interesting to see how the students’ questions often seem to become much more creative, and their 
discussions much deeper and active, once the purpose of the class has been revealed after 
Discussion 1. These are just casual observations, but they may indicate that the core message of 
ESD is being conveyed, and whilst the message may not get through to every student, if just some 
of the students are motivated to continue to develop their communication skills as a result of this 
class, the activity has achieved its purpose. 
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Make your own discussion topic! 




2) Make a simple preparation question and 6 choices for your topic. 
 
Q: ______________________________________________________________? 
1) ___________________________        4) ___________________________ 
2) ___________________________        5) ___________________________ 
3) ___________________________        6) ___________________________ 
 
 
3) Make a question for the discussion. These phrases can help you: 
Do you think…? 
What do you think about ….? 
Which is better ______________ or ______________? 
If….? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of …….? 
 





Write a question for discussion 2: 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
